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Abstract
Pirkey, Andrea Paige. MS. The University of Memphis. May/2013. Social
Competence and the Congruence of Loneliness with Mutual Friends. Major Professor:
Dr. Robert Cohen.
Third through fifth graders completed questionnaires to assess loneliness, mutual
friendships, and other aspects of children’s social competence. Two questions were of
interest: 1) to what extent are children’s feelings of loneliness congruent with their
mutual friends’ feelings of loneliness, and 2) how does the extent of loneliness
congruence between friends relate to other measures of peer social competence?
Children’s loneliness was positively related to the mean loneliness scores of their set of
mutual friends. However, children who were lonelier than their mutual friends could be
discriminated from children who were less lonely than their set of mutual friends, in that
they had lower Self-Perceived Social and Global Competence, Peer Optimism, and
considered less popular by peers. These findings were related to research documenting
the powerful nature of personal and behavioral similarities for friendship formation and
the importance of loneliness in these relationships for other indices of peer social
competence.
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Social Competence and the Congruence of Loneliness with Mutual Friends
Feelings of loneliness in middle childhood (7 to 11 years old) are associated with a
variety of peer adjustment issues. Loneliness has been related to feelings of unpopularity,
friendlessness, being disliked, disrespected, victimized, and rejected (Franzoi & Davis, 1985;
Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). Moreover, loneliness is associated with developing anxiety,
depression, internalizing behavior (i.e., withdrawn symptomatology), feelings of hopelessness,
and self-derogation (Fontaine et al., 2009; Koenig & Abrams, 1999; Larson, 1999). Loneliness is
usually non-pathological and short-term, whereas chronic loneliness has been linked to
depression, alcoholism, dropping out of school, and medical complications (e.g., Asher, Hymel,
& Renshaw, 1984; Asher & Paquette, 2003; Kochel, Ladd, & Rudolph, 2012). Obviously, it is
important to examine variables associated with children’s loneliness; the present research
examined loneliness within the context of friendships, specifically, among mutual friends.
Friendship is characterized as a voluntary, dyadic relationship (e.g., Cillessen, Jiang,
West, & Laszkowski, 2005; Kupersmidt, DeRosier, & Patterson, 1995). This dyadic relationship
refers to the “meanings, expectations, and emotions that derive from a succession of interactions
between two individuals known to each other” (Asher & Paquette, 2003, p. 76). This chain of
exchange typically leads to a reciprocated relationship where both individuals in the dyad
recognize the existence of mutual friendship. Having mutual friendships has been shown to
buffer against feelings of loneliness (Asher & Paquette, 2003; Parker & Asher, 1993; Sullivan,
1953). Although simply having friends, then, is an index for not experiencing loneliness, what
about the intrapersonal characteristics of those friendships? Specifically, what if a child’s set of
friends, as individuals, are lonely relative to other peers’ friends? In fact, with adults, Cacioppo,
Fowler, and Christakis (2009) reported that individuals in close dyadic relationships were more
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likely to feel lonely if the other individual in the dyad was also lonely. The present study directly
addressed this issue of the association of loneliness congruency between mutually-nominated
friends and examined the degree to which a child’s congruence of loneliness with friends
predicted social competence factors. The remainder of this introduction is organized around the
following headings: Factors Influencing Friendship Formation (including proximity and
homophily), Mutual Friends and Loneliness, Peer Social Competence and Loneliness, and The
Present Study.
Factors Influencing Friendship Formation
Festinger’s Social comparison theory (1954) depicts people’s need to gain self-concept,
identity, and understanding of their abilities by comparing themselves to others. Considering
children spend the majority of their time in a competitive and evaluative environment (i.e.,
school; e.g., academically, physically, and socially), it is understandable why children compare
themselves to their classmates (Dijkstra, Kuyper, van der Werf, Buunk, & van der Zee, 2008).
The target classmate for comparison could be a friend or simply someone with similar, perceived
attributes (e.g., age, gender, and ethnicity). Research has found that children tend to have
feelings of sadness, anxiety, and stress when comparing themselves to classmates (i.e., selfevaluation; e.g., Bossong, 1985; Butler, 1989; Zeidner & Schleyer, 1999a, 1999b, 1999c, 1999d).
However, studies have illustrated that middle school children tend to make social comparisons in
an upward direction (i.e., upward comparison), because of their desire to improve their skills or
abilities (i.e., self-enhancement; e.g., Goethals & Darley, 1977; Wills, 1981). Oftentimes,
upward comparisons have been found to decrease competence and self-esteem (Byrne, 1988;
Levine, 1983). Albeit the underlying framework of social comparison theory does not engender
friendship, it may provide an explanation as to the underlying processes of friendship formation,
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engendering feelings of loneliness, and the differences or similarities between self- and peerperceived social competences.
Proximity. Spatial proximity (e.g., being assigned to the same group or classroom) has
been found to increase the opportunity for, and probability of, friendship formation (e.g., Back,
Schmukle, & Egloff, 2008; Hogg & Tindale, 2001; Segal, 1974). Although spatial proximity
certainly provides opportunities for children to form friendships, the frequency of interaction and
mere exposure does not guarantee the development of friendship (Austin & Thompson, 1948).
Thus, friendships (at least as traditionally defined) cannot occur without the opportunity to
interact.
Homophily. Homophily is a critical feature promoting friendship formation. It is defined
as the tendency for individuals to associate with persons similar to them, leading to the
development of friendship (e.g., Cohen, 1997; Kandel, 1978; Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954;
McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001; Preciado, Snijders, Burk, Stattin, & Kerr, 2012). The
greater the number of similarities, the greater the probability of friendship formation
(Kupersmidt et al., 1995). Lazarsarsfeld and Merton (1954) discussed two categories of
homophily: status homophily and value homophily. Status homophily refers to similarities in
innate (e.g., race, ethnicity, and age) or derived attributes (e.g., religion and education), and
value homophily comprises an extant selection of interpersonal states (e.g., values, attitudes, and
beliefs) (McPherson et al., 2001). These homophilic or similarity dynamics are examined:
Status Homophily. Sociodemographic similarities have received the most attention from
prior research (e.g., Hamm, 2000; Kandel, 1978; Tuma & Hallinan, 1979). Studies have
demonstrated that gender similarity will increase the likelihood of friendship formation (e.g.,
Rubin, Bowker, & Kennedy, 2009; Sullivan, 1953). Similarities in age, ethnicity, and religion
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have also been found to aid in the formation of friendships (e.g., AhYun, 2002; Back et al., 2008;
Kandel, 1978; Newcomb, 1961; Tuma & Hallinan, 1979).
Value Homophily. Interpersonal similarities. Similarities in interests, beliefs,
personality, and attitudes between individuals also promote friendships. For example, academic
motivation has been shown to be positively correlated for mutual friends (Altermatt &
Pomerantz, 2003). Mutual feelings and expressions of positivity (i.e., positive expressivity)
among friends increased the probability of developing friendships (Sallquist, DiDonato, Hanish,
Martin, & Fabes, 2012). Even depression among childhood friends has been found to contribute
to homophilic selection (i.e., selecting friends based on similarities; Giletta et al., 2011). In
addition, children who participate on the same sports teams or are in the same extracurricular
activities have an increased likelihood of becoming friends (e.g., Denault & Poulin, 2009; Eccles
& Barber, 1999; Mahoney, Vandell, Simpkins, & Zarrett, 2009; Scharfer, Simpkins, Vest, &
Price, 2011). However, proximity, mentioned above, is a corollary factor in these relations.
Research suggests that being similar in behavioral and social competence are perhaps the most
significant variables for the formation of friendships (Asher & Paquette, 2003; Haselager,
Hartup, van Lieshout, & Riksen-Walraven, 1998; Rubin, Wojslawowicz, Burgess, Rose-Krasnor,
& Booth-LaForce, 2006).
Behavioral similarities. Generally, research has focused on two categories of behavior:
pro-social and aggressive (Haselager et al., 1998; Kupersmidt & Patterson, 1991). Aggressive
children have been found to generally form friendships with other aggressive children (Cillessen
et al., 2005; Grotpeter & Crick, 1996; Owens, Shute, & Slee, 2000; Warman & Cohen, 1995).
Analogous findings have been revealed for other aspects of social competence, such as
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victimization, peer rejection, withdrawal, popularity, and liking (e.g., Dijkstra, Cillessen, &
Borch, 2012; Haselgaer et al., 1998; Rubin et al., 2006; Rubin et al., 2009).
In summary, homophily between children within dyadic, reciprocated friendships has
been well demonstrated. This relation has included physical, contextual factors, such as spatial
proximity; demographic similarities, such as gender; interpersonal characteristics, such as
positive expressivity; and behavioral similarities, such as aggression, victimization, and
withdrawal. Thus, it is reasonable to consider that similarities in the level of loneliness between
mutual friends may also have important implications for children’s friendships and peer
relations.
Mutual Friends and Loneliness
Despite the negative implications associated with loneliness, the companionship of just
one friend seems to serve as a buffer against loneliness for children, even in the presence of
deleterious peer interactions (e.g., being rejected, victimized, or isolated) (e.g., Asher &
Paquette, 2003; Bagwell, Newcomb, & Bukowski, 1998; Jobe-Shields, Cohen, & Parra, 2011;
Oldenberg & Kerns, 1997; Rubin et al., 2006). Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, and Bukowski (1999)
found that mutual friends reduced internalizing and externalizing issues for victimized,
prepubescent children. Moreover, an increased number of friends has been found to offset
loneliness for peer-rejected children (Asher, Parkhurst, Hymel, & Williams, 1990; Jobe-Shields
et al., 2011; Parker & Asher, 1993).
Although friendship generally buffers against loneliness, this is not always the case
(Asher & Coie, 1990; Asher & Paquette, 2003). By middle childhood, children are able to
discern between two types of loneliness: emotional isolation and social isolation (e.g., Russell,
Cutrona, Rose, & Yurko, 1984; VanderWeele, Hawkley, Thisted, & Cacioppo, 2011; Weiss,
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1973). Emotional isolation reflects a deficit in the emotional bond between friends, whereas
social isolation emerges due to the lack of an engaging peer network (Marcoen & Brumagne,
1984). Presumably, then, a child could be lonely in an emotional isolation sense, yet not socially
isolated, in a peer group sense. This state of affairs would certainly be influenced by the extent of
loneliness of the child’s mutual friends. In short, and important for the present research,
homophily, even for loneliness, may bring children together in a friendship relationship, but the
construction of that relationship does not guarantee a respite from loneliness.
Peer Social Competence and Loneliness
As children approach and transition through middle childhood, the importance of the peer
group increases (see Rubin et al., 2006). As noted above, the establishment of friendships is quite
important, and feelings of loneliness are generally (but not always) buffered by these
relationships. As noted by Rubin, Bukowski, and colleagues (2006), relationships, such as
friendships, influence other aspects of peer relations, such as peer group acceptance and vice
versa. Feelings of loneliness can accompany poor peer group acceptance. For example,
diminished peer optimism, poor group standing, and increased victimization have been
associated with loneliness (e.g., Jobe-Shields et al., 2011). Moreover, loneliness has been
associated with children who engage in upward comparisons (Dijkstra et al., 2008). In terms of
the present research, if both children in a friendship dyad are having difficulty meeting each
other’s social needs, then it may be possible that this increases the children’s risk for loneliness
by increasing difficulties establishing peer group belongingness.
In summary, loneliness is clearly associated with adjustment difficulties. Loneliness can
arise from both relationship and peer group problems. Furthermore, it is likely that the nature or
qualities of mutual friends, here in terms of congruence in loneliness, will have an impact on
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peer group assessments of social competence. Similarly, individual tendencies vary as a function
of dyadic relationship characteristics (Asher & Paquette, 2003). Although loneliness itself is
characterized as an “individual tendency,” the congruency of loneliness is a dyadic attribute.
Therefore, the extent of loneliness congruence between mutual friends may be related to other
peer social competence factors.
The Present Study
Prior research has explored the consequences of loneliness and has documented the
potential positive buffering effects of friendship. After exploring the existing literature, it appears
no one to date has evaluated the congruency of loneliness between mutual friends as a variable
that may have an impact of loneliness on other peer social competence variables. The present
research attempts to fill this void by addressing two specific questions: to what extent are
children’s self-reported feeling of loneliness congruent to their mutual friends’ feelings of
loneliness, and how does the extent of congruency of loneliness between friends relate to other
measures of peer social competence?
Method
Participants
Participants included 190 third- through fifth-grade children (52% male; 3rd grade n= 75,
4th grade n= 60, 5th grade n= 55) from a primarily middle-class, university-affiliated, public
elementary school as evidenced by fewer than 20% of the children receiving any lunch subsidy.
The sample was comprised of individuals from somewhat diverse ethnic backgrounds (White =
64%, African American = 27%, other ethnicities = 9%). The school often participates in
university research. At enrollment, parents either consented or declined their child’s participation
in a wide range of studies; parents are specifically informed about each study. Information about
7

the present study was mailed to parents who were given the opportunity to opt out of the research
with assurance of no penalty to their children. At the beginning of each data collection session,
children were informed about the purpose of the research, confidentiality, and their right to
refuse/discontinue participation at any time with no penalty.
Measures
A variety of questionnaires were administered to assess loneliness, friendships, and other
aspects of children’s social competence, such as self-reported social and global competence, peer
optimism, peer popularity, and peer behavior nominations for sociability, overt aggression,
relational aggression, victimization, and withdrawal. A self and peer-report approach were
included to offer researchers an opportunity to understand how certain dynamics of self and
social influence loneliness. Moreover, these scales are commonly used and were written at the
appropriate reading level.
Loneliness. The Loneliness and Social Dissatisfaction Questionnaire (Asher & Wheeler,
1985) includes 24 items (8 filler items) that assess children’s loneliness and social dissatisfaction
in the school setting (see Appendix A). Children answered on a 5-point, Likert scale ranging
from 1(never) to 5 (very often). These questions assessed loneliness (e.g., “I have nobody to talk
to at school”) and social dissatisfaction (e.g., “It’s easy for me to make friends as school”), which
are combined into a single loneliness score. Scores range from 16 to 80, where higher scores
indicate greater feelings of loneliness. This questionnaire is commonly used and has
demonstrated exceptional internal consistency (Cronbach alpha ≥ .90; see Asher et al., 1990). In
the current study, internal consistency was alpha = .92. Moreover, a child’s admittance of
unwanted or displeasing personal characteristics (e.g., being lonely) is typically confirmed by
external evaluations from peers and teachers (Kagan, Hans, Markowitz, Lopez, & Sigal, 1982).
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Thus, when children report negative characteristics, they are more than likely valid (Asher et al.,
1984). However, statistical evidence for validity is limited due to the subjective experience of
loneliness (Cassidy & Asher, 1992).
Self-perceived Social and Global Competence. These two subscales were taken from
the Harter Perceived Competence Scale for Children (Harter, 1982). Children chose between
two descriptions of themselves (e.g., for self-perceived social competence: “Some kids find it
hard to make friends” vs. “Other kids find it pretty easy to make friends”; for self-perceived
global competence: “Some kids like the kind of person they are” vs. “Other kids often wish they
were someone else”). After choosing a descriptor, children decided whether the item is “Really
True” or “Sort of True” for them, thus yielding a 4-point scale (see Appendix B). Each subscale
includes six-items. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha was .72 for Harter’s Self-perceived
Social Competence subscale and .81 for the Self-perceived Global Competence subscale.
Friends. Children were given a classroom roster and instructed to “circle the names of
your friends” (see Appendix D). They were allowed to circle as many names as they wished.
Mutual friends were considered those classmates who reciprocated nominations.
Loneliness of Mutual Friends. The level of loneliness for each child’s set of mutual
friends was calculated as the mean loneliness score across each child’s set of mutual friends.
Loneliness Congruence Scores were calculated as the child’s loneliness score minus the mean
loneliness score of mutual friends. Therefore, the higher the Loneliness Congruence Score, the
lonelier the child was relative to the set of mutual friends.
Peer Optimism. The Peer Life Orientation Test (PLOT) was administered to assess peer
optimism (Deptula, Cohen, Phillips, & Ey, 2006). The PLOT includes 10 items on a 4-point,
Likert scale with choices ranging from “really agree” to “really disagree” (see Appendix C). The
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questions are phrased to reflect children’s optimism and pessimism with respect to expectations
about peer relations (e.g., “When I see a group of kids doing something fun, it is usually easy for
me to join them”). Optimism scores were calculated as the mean of responses; higher scores
indicate higher peer optimism. The Cronbach’s alpha for all children assessed in the present
study was .85.
Peer Popularity. Children’s perceptions of popularity for their classmates were assessed
(see Appendix D). On a classroom roster, children were asked to “circle the names of the people
you think are the most popular.” On a separate classroom roster, children were asked to “circle
the names of the people you think are the least popular.” Children were allowed to choose as
many peers as they wanted. A popularity score was calculated as the number of nominations
received for least popular subtracted from the number of nominations received for most popular,
each standardized by classroom.
Peer Behavior Nominations. The Revised Class Play (Masten, Morison, & Pelligrini,
1985) is a widely-used, behavioral nomination procedure to assess perceptions of peer social
behaviors (see Appendix E). Children were asked to pretend that they were the director of a play,
and they were to “cast” members of their class for roles by picking classroom peers who best fit
each description. Children nominated classmates from a classroom roster. Each child was
allowed to pick as many peers from the list as they wished, yet they could not nominate
themselves. For the present research, four categories of behaviors were included: SociabilityLeadership (9 items; e.g., “A person everyone likes to be with”), Overt Aggression (5 items; e.g.,
“A person who fights when others wouldn’t”), Relational Aggression (3 items; e.g., “A person
who tries to keep certain kids from being in their group at school”), Victimization (4 items; e.g.,
“Someone who gets picked on by other kids”), and Withdrawal (3 items; e.g., “A person who
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would rather play alone than with others”). Each child’s score was calculated as the sum of all
nominations by classmates. Each total score was standardized by classroom.
Procedure
Permission for data collection was received from the University Institutional Review
Board (IRB) and all data collection procedures were compliant with IRB provisions and
standards. Data were collected during two sessions, each lasting approximately 40 minutes.
During both sessions, the procedures for collecting the measures were consistent. In one session,
peer behavior nominations, loneliness, and peer optimism questionnaires were completed, and in
another session, popularity nominations, friendship nominations, and the self-perceived social
and global competence questionnaire were completed. The order of sessions and the presentation
of measures within sessions were counterbalanced across classrooms. Children completed all
tasks at their own desks. Trained graduate students were on hand to assist if help was needed.
Results
Preliminary Analyses
Preliminary analyses were conducted to ensure no violation of the varying assumptions
for each test (for procedure, see Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). The descriptive statistics for the
measures (not standardized) are presented in Table 1. Pearson product-moment correlations were
conducted for all measures (see Table 2).
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Measures
Lonely Congruence Score

Mean
.07

SD
.78

Social Competence

3.09

.71

Global Self-esteem

3.46

.62

Peer Optimism

3.35

.78

Most Popular

4.38

3.03

Number of Mutual Friends

5.20

3.13

Sociability

28.38

17.16

Overt Aggression

6.12

7.47

Relational Aggression

3.86

3.90

Victimization

3.65

4.13

Passive Withdrawal

3.60

3.89

Most Popular Rating

4.38

3.03

Least Popular Rating

4.26

3.29

Mean Peer Optimism

3.35

.78

Table 2
Correlations among Study Variables
1
2
3
--1. Lonely
Congruence
-.56***
--2. Social
Competence
-.52***
3. Global Self.49***
--esteem
4. Peer
-.56*** .60*** .45***
Optimism
5. Mean
-.31*** .39*** .37***
Popularity
Rating

4

5

--.20**

---
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6

7

8

9

10
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Table 2 (continued)
Correlations among Study Variables
6. Mutual
Friends
7. Sociability
8. Overt
Aggression
9. Relational
Aggression
10.Victimization
11. Passive
Withdrawal

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

-.19*

.32***

.13

-.02

.30***

---

.25**

.27***

.11

.76*** .24***

-.01

-.22**

-.02

-.24**

-.11

-.30***

---

-.04

-.14

-.04

-.19**

-.12

-.22**

.68***

---

-.14

-.16*

-.10

-.42***

-.13

-.40***

.30***

.24**

---

-.21**

-.20**

-.33***

.11

.20**

.62***

11

-.20**
---

.02
.06

.08

-.16*** -.25**

-.48*** -.20**

---

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
***. Correlation is significant at the .001 level (2-tailed).

A 2 x 3 multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was performed to investigate sex
and grade effects across all measures. Dependent variables included Self-Perceived Social
Competence, Self-Perceived Global Competence, Peer Optimism, Popularity, Number of Mutual
Friends, Sociability, Overt Aggression, Relational Aggression, Victimization, Withdrawal, and
the Loneliness Congruence score. Univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA) and Newman Keuls
post hoc analyses (where appropriate) were performed to determine sources of differences.
The MANOVA revealed a statistically significant difference for grade, multiple F(22,
278) = 2.01, p < .01; Wilks’ Lambda = .744, and gender, multiple F(22, 278) = 4.12, p < .01;
Wilks’ Lambda=.75. Follow-up ANOVAs revealed gender differences for Overt Aggression,
F(1, 149) = 11.24, p < .001, and marginally significant effects for Withdrawal, F (1, 149) = 3.86,
p < .06. Males (M = .19) received more overt aggression behavior nominations than females (M=
-.31), p < .01, and females (M = .15) received marginally more passive withdrawal behavior
nominations than males (M = -.17). For grade level, the univariate ANOVAs revealed significant
13

differences for Self-Perceived Social Competence, F(1, 149) = 4.01, p < .025, and Number of
Mutual Friends, F(1, 149) = 16.64, p < .01. Newman-Keuls analyses indicated that fifth graders
(M = 3.28) reported higher scores of Self-Perceived Social Competence compared to third
graders (M = 2.92); fourth graders (M = 3.13) did not statistically differ from either other grade.
For number of mutual friends, fifth graders had more mutual friends (M = 7.27) than third (M =
4.42) and fourth (M = 5.34) graders, who did not differ statistically from each other.
Primary Analyses
The present research was designed to assess: (1) the extent to which children’s selfreported feelings of loneliness are congruent to their set of mutual friends’ feelings of
loneliness?; and (2) how does this extent of congruency of loneliness with friends relate to other
measures of peer social competence?
Again, Loneliness Congruence Scores were calculated by subtracting the mean loneliness
score of a child’s set of mutual friends from the child’s loneliness score. Therefore, the higher
the Loneliness Congruence Score, the lonelier the child was relative to the child’s set of mutual
friends. The correlation between this Loneliness Congruence Score and the children’s selfreported level of loneliness was r (170) = .85, p < .001. This finding indicates a strong, positive
similarity (congruence) between children’s loneliness and the overall loneliness of their set of
mutual friends.
The second objective explored the association of extent of loneliness congruence with
friends on other measures of peer social competence; based on the distribution of the data,
children were identified as members of two groups using the Loneliness Congruence scores. The
High Group (i.e., individuals who were more lonely than their mutual friends) was comprised of
individuals (n = 72) who scored in the top 40% (Loneliness Congruence Score ≥ .09). The Low
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Group (i.e., individuals who were less lonely than their mutual friends) was comprised of
individuals (n = 69) who scored in the bottom 40% (Loneliness Congruence Score ≤ -.22). The
middle 20% were omitted to avoid ambiguity.
To assess the second objective of the present research, membership in these High/Low
Loneliness Congruency categories was predicted using Discriminant Function Analysis with
measures of Self-Perceived Social Competence, Self-Perceived Global Competence, Peer
Optimism, Popularity, Number of Mutual Friends, Sociability, Overt Aggression, Relational
Aggression, Victimization, and Withdrawal entered as independent variables, or predictors. The
discriminant analysis proved statistically significant: Wilk’s Lambda (1) = .59, p < .001. Four
discriminant functions, Self-Perceived Social Competence, Self-Perceived Global Competence,
Peer Optimism, and Popularity, proved significant. For this function, the mean d scores
(centroids) were .84 for those who were in the Low or Less Lonely than Mutual Friends group
and -.81 for those in the High or More Lonely than Mutual Friends group. Four significant
correlations (r ≥ .30) emerged between the discriminating variables and the d scores: .61 for
Self- Perceived Social Competence (p < .001), .65 for Self-Perceived Global Competence (p <
.001), .89 for Peer Optimism (p < .001), and .39 for Popularity (p < .001). Correct discrimination
was made for 76.6% of all children. Thus, children who were lonelier than their set of mutual
friends could be discriminated from children who were less lonely than their set of mutual
friends, in that they had lower Self-Perceived Social Competence, lower Self-Perceived Global
Competence, lower Peer Optimism, and were considered less popular by peers. In short, there
were negative social consequences, mostly in terms of self evaluations, but also in terms of peer
assessed group popularity, for being lonelier than one’s set of mutual friends.
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Discussion
As reviewed in the Introduction, a large research literature documents that children form
close relationships and friendships, as a result of sharing similar personal and/or behavioral
attributes. The present research extended this body of work to feelings of loneliness. Children
were found to have a very high congruence of loneliness in relation to the mean loneliness across
their set of mutual friends. Importantly, the incongruence of loneliness was found to have serious
negative social consequences for children who were lonelier than their mutual friends. These two
findings are discussed below.
Children’s shared similarity in levels of loneliness with mutual friends can be interpreted
in two complementary ways. First, “birds of a feather flock together”; in this case, lonely birds
seek out each other’s companionship. Second, friends also socialize one another so that they
become more similar over time. Presumably, both of these processes are evident in the present
data. Since testing of children occurred well into the school year, friendships had already been
formed. Thus, we assume that children were attracted to each other, at least in part, due to their
level of loneliness; we also assume that these friendships enhanced or reduced feelings of
loneliness over time. Longitudinal research is needed to tease apart these processes.
Four, peer social competence variables predicted whether children could be sorted into a
group with greater loneliness than friends versus a group with less loneliness than friends.
Although friendships can buffer against loneliness (e.g., Asher & Paquette, 2003; Parker &
Asher, 1993), the present research illustrated that if a child was higher in loneliness than ones’
friends, other self-reports of social competence were also negative: Self-Perceived Social
Competence, Self-Perceived Global Competence, and Peer Optimism. Furthermore, these
children were considered less popular by peers. These findings are consistent with Leon
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Festinger’s social comparison theory (1954). Generally, social comparison theory states that
humans compare themselves to “similar others” (Festinger, 1954; Festinger, Schachter, & Back,
1963). Perhaps children, for whatever reason, had feelings of not belonging (i.e., loneliness) with
their social circumstances. Their friends did not have this level of loneliness. Consequently,
relative to their mutual friends, lonelier children suffered on other aspects of peer relations,
mostly intrapersonal factors, but also peer popularity. It is interesting that behavior nominations
from peers were not associated with the congruency of loneliness. Although behavioral similarity
is an important dimension of child peer relations (e.g., Kandel, 1978; Cillessen et al., 2005),
perchance it serves as a consequence of loneliness (i.e., whether or not a child is lonely), not as a
predictor for whether children will be more or less lonely compared to their friends.
Research has shown that having friends can buffer against being victimized (Hodges et
al., 1999). The present findings add to this literature by suggesting that the nature of the
relationship with friends is equally critical, at least in terms of self-perceptions of loneliness.
Furthermore, Bagwell and colleagues (1998) document how friendships serve as the gateway to
the group. The present data add to this effect as well. If one is lonelier than one’s friends, then
that gateway to the group appears to be fairly limited.
In addition to incorporating longitudinal designs as noted above, future research is
needed to explore the processes of how loneliness in relationships evolves over time and relates
to peer social functioning. What factors may mediate or moderate not only the congruence of
loneliness, but also the relation of this congruence to peer social outcomes? The present research
documents the general effect of congruency of loneliness among friends. It is now important to
evaluate how this effect is exhibited over time and with other important variables.
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In conclusion, the present study is one of the few, if not the only study to date, that has
assessed the congruency of loneliness between mutual friends and the relation of other social
competence factors to this congruency. Although congruency of loneliness was documented, it
was also found that there were serious negative consequences of being lonelier than one’s set of
mutual friends. In addition to identifying factors related to loneliness, the present findings
highlight the need to consider relational variables as well. It is not sufficient to assess a child’s
level of loneliness; one must also consider the general contextual level of loneliness among the
child’s friends.
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Appendix A
Loneliness Questionnaire
Directions. The sentences below describe how children do things and feel about things. For each
sentence, please think about how true that sentence is for you and fill in the circle to show your
answer. Please fill in one, and only one, circle for each of the sentences. There are no right or
wrong answers.

Always
true
1. I play sports a lot.

2. There's no other kids I can go to
when I need help in school

O
Always
true
O
Always
true

3. I like playing board games a lot.

O
Always

4. It's hard for me to make friends

true

at school.

O
Always
true

5. I'm lonely at school.

O
Always
true

6. I feel left out of things at school.

O
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True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O

Sometimes

Hardly

true

ever
true
O
Hardly

O
Sometimes
true
O
Sometimes
true
O
Sometimes
true
O
Sometimes
true
O
Sometimes
true
O

ever
true
O
Hardly
ever
true
O
Hardly
ever
true
O
Hardly
ever
true
O
Hardly
ever
true
O

Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O

Always
true
7. I watch TV a lot.

O
Always
true

8. I like to paint and draw.

9. I am well liked by the kids in my
class.

O
Always
true
O
Always
true

10. I get along with my classmates.

O
Always
true

11. I like to read.

12. It's easy for me to make new
friends at school.

O
Always
true
O
Always
true

13. I like school.

O
Always
true

14. I don't have any friends in class.

O
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True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O

Sometimes

Hardly

true

ever
true
O
Hardly

O

ever
true
O

True
most
of the
time
O

Sometimes

Hardly

true

ever
true
O

O
Sometimes
true
O
Sometimes
true
O
Sometimes
true
O
Sometimes
true
O
Sometimes
true
O
Sometimes
true

O

ever
true
O
Hardly
ever
true
O
Hardly
ever
true
O
Hardly
ever
true
O
Hardly
ever
true
O
Hardly

Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O

Always
15. It's hard to get kids in school to
like me.

true
O
Always
true

16. I have nobody to talk to in
class.

O
Always

17. I have lots of friends in my
class.

18. I don't have anyone to play
with at school.

true
O
Always
true
O
Always

19. I don't get along with other
children in school.

20. I can find a friend in my class
when I need one.

21. I'm good at working with
other children in my class.

true
O
Always
true
O
Always
true
O
Always
true

22. I like music.

O
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True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O

Sometimes

Hardly

true

ever
true
O
Hardly

O

ever
true
O

True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O

Sometimes

Hardly

true

ever
true
O
Hardly

O
Sometimes
true

O
Sometimes
true
O
Sometimes
true
O
Sometimes
true
O
Sometimes
true
O
Sometimes
true
O

ever
true
O
Hardly
ever
true
O
Hardly
ever
true
O
Hardly
ever
true
O
Hardly
ever
true
O

Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O

Always
true
23. I like science.

O
Always
true

24. I feel alone at school.

O
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True
most
of the
time
O
True
most
of the
time
O

Sometimes

Hardly

true

ever
true
O
Hardly

O
Sometimes
true
O

ever
true
O

Not
true
at all
O
Not
true
at all
O

Appendix B
Harter Self-Perceived Social and Global Competence
What I Am Like
Directions: For each question, decide if you are more like “A” or more like “B.” Circle EITHER
the statement for “A” OR the statement for “B” (Only circle one statement).
Next, decide if that statement is “Really True for Me” or “Sort of True for Me.” Put an “X” in
the box if it is “Really True for Me” or Sort of True for Me” (Put an X in only one box).
Really
True
for Me

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

Sort
of
True
for
Me

Really Sort
True
of
for Me True
for
Me
A. Some kids would
rather play outdoors in
their spare time.
A. Some kids find it hard
to make friends.
A. Some kids are often
unhappy with
themselves
A. Some kids have a lot
of friends
A. Some kids don’t like
the way they are
leading their life.
A. Some kids would like
to have a lot more
friends.
A. Some kids are happy
with themselves as a
person.
A. Some kids are always
doing things with a lot
of kids.
A. Some kids like the kind
of person they are.
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B. Other kids would
rather watch T.V.
B. Other kids find it
pretty easy to make
friends.
B. Other kids are pretty
pleased with
themselves
B. Other kids don’t have
very many friends.
B. Other kids do like the
way they are leading
their life.
B. Other kids have as
many friends as they
want.
B. Other kids are often
not happy with
themselves.
B. Other kids usually do
things by themselves.
B. Other kids often wish
they were someone
else.

9.

10.

11.

12.

A. Some kids wish that B. Other kids feel that
more people their age
most people their age
liked them.
do like them.
A. Some kids are very B. Other kids wish they
happy being the way
were different.
they are.
A. Some kids are popular B. Other kids are not very
with others their age.
popular.
A. Some kids are not very B. Other kids think the
happy with the way
way they do things is
they do a lot of things.
fine.
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Appendix C
PLOT Instructions
Please answer the following questions about yourself by putting how true or not true each
statement is for you. Please COLOR IN the oval that seems to describe you the best. There are
no right or wrong answers. Just describe yourself as best as you can.
1. When I see a group of kids doing something fun, it is usually easy for me to join them.

True for Me

Sort of True

Sort of Not True

Not True for Me

2. Things usually go wrong for me when I am with other kids.

True for Me

Sort of True

Sort of Not True

Not True for Me

3. I don’t usually expect good things to happen to me when I am with other kids.

True for Me

Sort of True

Sort of Not True

Not True for Me

Sort of Not True

Not True for Me

Sort of Not True

Not True for Me

4. It’s easy for me to become friends with other kids.

True for Me

Sort of True

5. Usually other kids don’t pick me to play with.

True for Me

Sort of True

6. When I am not sure what other kids want to do next I usually expect it to be something good.

True for Me

Sort of True

Sort of Not True

Not True for Me

7. When I am with other people, I don’t expect to make friends easily.

True for Me

Sort of True

Sort of Not True

Not True for Me

8. I usually expect that classmates will ask me to play during recess.

True for Me

Sort of True

Sort of Not True
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Not True for Me

9. I expect it will be hard for me to join a group of kids playing together.

True for Me

Sort of True

Sort of Not True

Not True for Me

10. I’m always hopeful about good things happening when I meet new kids.

True for Me

Sort of True

Sort of Not True

35

Not True for Me

Appendix D
Each item below was on a separate page with a classroom roster.

Circle the names of the people you think are the most popular.
Name
Name
Name

Circle the names of the people you think are the least popular.
Name
Name
Name

Circle the names of your friends.
Name
Name
Name
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Appendix E
Class Play Behavior Nominations
Each item below was included a classroom roster. Only the items assessing Sociability, Overt
Aggression, Relational Aggression, Victimization, and Withdrawal were analyzed in the present
research.

Someone who could play the part of:
1. Someone
others
respect.

2. A person
everybody likes to
be with.

3. A person who
listens when others
are upset

4. Someone whose
feelings get hurt
easily.

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

5. Someone who
gets into fights for
little or no reason.

6. A person who
ignores someone or
stops talking to
someone when mad
at them.

7. A person who is
a good leader.

8. A person who
fights when others
wouldn’t.

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

9. A person who
gets called names
by other kids.

10. Someone who
gets picked on by
other kids.

11. Someone who is
usually sad.

12. A person who
makes new friends
easily.

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name
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13. Somebody
who is good to
talk to when
feeling down.
Name

14. A person who
threatens people.

15. Someone you
can trust.

16. A person who
jokes around in a
mean way.

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

17. A person who
gets even by
keeping someone
from being in
their group of
friends.

18. A person who
everyone listens to.

19. A person who
tries to keep
certain kids from
being in their
group at school.

20. A person kids
make fun of.

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

21. A person
who would
rather play
alone than with
others.
Name

22. A person with
good ideas for
things to do.

23. Somebody who
has many friends.

24. Somebody who
gets pushed and hit
by other kids.

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

25. Someone
who feels guilty
after doing
something
wrong.

26. A person who
can get things going.

27. Somebody who
teases other
children too much.

28. A person who
shows respect to
others.

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name
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29. A person
who helps others
feel better when
they're sad

30. Someone who
feels ashamed after
doing something
wrong

31. Someone who
helps others when
they need it.

32. Someone who
feels proud when
they have done a
good job.

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Name
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